There is an increasing interest in the history of Australian science and a steady flow of publications describing in detail particular aspects of Australian astronomy. The conception and construction of the most significant observational facilities has been adequately covered and recent publications have recorded the reminiscences of some notable astronomers. What was missing was a comprehensive account of the wide field of Australian astronomy to fill out the 'Brief History' already published by Bhathal and White.
'Explorers of the Southern Sky' is intended to satisfy this omission and give us, according to the blurb on the dust cover, 'the most comprehensive study of Australian astronomy to date' (which) 'covers not only the science, but the individuals involved and the social and economic climate in which they worked.' Comprehensive it certainly is, starting off with a discussion of the Aborigines' 'complex systems of knowledge and beliefs about the heavenly bodies' which, we are told, predate by many millenia those of the Babylonians, and progressing to a somewhat flowery statement of the potential of the Australia Telescope in the last few lines of the book.
The account of the legends associated with Aboriginal astronomy is followed in Chapter 2 by a discussion of the astronomical background to Captain Cook's expeditions. Serious astronomical research begins with the establishment of the first observatories in the Sydney area after the arrival of the First Fleet. The detailed description of the intrigues involved in the running of the Parramatta Observatory reveals how personality clashes can influence the progress of science, a theme which is continued throughout the book.
The authors next turn their attention to the establishment of the state government observatories where 'in every state there was the same uneasy balance between astronomical research and the pragmatic activities necessary to achieve financial support in a climate of materialism and often genuine hardship.' It seems some things do not change much over the years. However, there is a happy ending to this section which concludes with the story of the Great Melbourne telescope which having been sold for scrap to Mount Stromlo Observatory is now reborn as the main instrument for the MACHO project.
Throughout the history of Australian astronomy the work of amateurs has played an important role in the establishment and support of governmentsponsored observatories not to mention the original research carried out by the amateur astronomical community and the encouragement of public interest in astronomy. It was pleasing therefore to find a significant fraction of the book devoted to the life and times and scientific achievements of non-professional (i.e. not remunerated) astronomers from Tebbutt's time to the present day.
Fascinating as these early chapters are I get the impression that they really form a background to the main import of this 'history', the story of the creation of the Mount Stromlo and Siding Spring Observatory, the CSIRO Division of Radiophysics culminating in the construction of the Australia Telescope, and the building and work of the AngloAustralian Telescope. You will draw your own conclusions from the fact that nearly 100 pages of the text are given to the work of the CSIRO astronomers, while MSSSO is allocated 42 pages. Again the style of writing and the attention given to the personalities involved make the great wealth of detail presented here easy reading. In some instances there have been no reservations in identifying the effect of personality clashes on the ultimate direction of astronomical research. Which leads me to mention the contribution of the Sydney University radioastronomers where the two groups (in physics and electrical engineering) were led by expatriates from the CSIRO. Separate chapters are devoted to the unique contribution to radio, optical and cosmic ray astronomy made by the universities in Australia who had to manage on budgets far smaller than their colleagues in the government-sponsored institutions.
The concluding section of the book describes the establishment of the Australia Telescope National Facility and brings to an end the most thoroughly researched and detailed account of the progress of astronomy in Australia yet published. The bold decision not to stick to a strict chronological order but rather to devote separate chapters to particular topics has worked well, as has the policy of placing some of the material in footnotes (all 658 of them).
There are some minor slips which grate on a first reading. For example we are told on page 42 that the Aborigines 'made accurate observations not only of 1st and 2nd order stars but even of the more inconspicuous 4th magnitude stars.' We are not given any further details of this original method of classifying stellar intensities. The translation of the new Mills Cross back to Fleurs (p. 295) is less serious than the modification to the latitude of Sydney on p. 206. The main criticism of the book is the obvious imbalance in the presentation of the material. I suspect one reason for this is that more resource material is available for some institutions than for others.
It is also important to remember that history is a living thing and views may change over time. What is certain is that this book is well worth while and should be allowed to live on every astronomer's bookshelf.
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Sydney, NSW
Australian Astronomers

Ragbir Bhathal
National Library of Australia, Canberra, 1996, 236 pp., RRP $24.95, ISBN 0642 106665
Reviewed by John W. V. Storey
Astronomy is without doubt the scientific field in which Australia has achieved the greatest international prominence. Our extraordinary success is due to several factors, not least of which have been the outstanding Australians who have devoted their lives to astronomical research. Bhathal's 'Australian Astronomers' represents an important record of the thoughts, recollections and predictions of some of these people. The book consists of 18 separate interviews of a sample of Australian astronomers. Like any good astronomer, Bhathal states his selection criteria carefully: each person interviewed is either a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Science (or has achieved equivalent status overseas), or is the head of a major astronomical institute or department. There can therefore be no crying foul by those not included. Nevertheless, it is unfortunate that some great astronomers who have profoundly altered the course of Australian astronomy are excluded by these criteria-everyone will be able to create their own list of favourites.
The book makes fascinating reading for any astronomer, the more so for those familiar with some of the events and individuals concerned. The men are very different. Some go to extraordinary lengths to avoid mention or acknowledgement of their colleagues' contributions to the success of the work described; most, however, are generous in sharing the credit. One is left with the overwhelming impression that astronomers are, after all, human. This, of course, adds greatly to the book's appeal! A purely objective 'time-line' of facts, devoid of the personalities involved, would make much less interesting reading.
Bhathal is careful to keep his own analysis to an absolute minimum. The introduction (which is the only place where he ventures any opinions at all) intersperses facts about the progress of astronomy in Australia with quotations from his interviewees. The illusion that this creates of a completely unbiased record must, however, be treated with caution-the choice of questions will inevitably bias the responses in the direction of the interviewer's preconceptions. Nevertheless, 'Australian Astronomers' is an invaluable resource for future historians who will attempt to piece together an analysis of the events. In addition, people are already lifting quotations from the book to embellish their own lectures and after-dinner speeches.
Paul Wild's insight into the nature of fame is one of the most interesting: 'I believe that most scientific discoveries, had they not been made by the originator, would have been made by somebody else within a year or so or even less.' He goes on to say: 'To my mind the most significant discoveries or projects are those which would have eluded other researchers for decades or more.' The message is clear-truly great scientists are those who do things no-one else has thought of, not those who scrabble for telescope time to make observations some-one else would soon make anyway.
Some interesting facts emerge that are clear even to a non-historian. Only five of the 18 astronomers interviewed actually did significant work at a 'state' university, and of these only one (Melrose) is still employed. Partly this is a selection effect, but perhaps it also reveals a frightening decline in the capacity of our universities to conduct front-line research after the demands of undergraduate teaching are met.
It is also striking that not a single woman is included. Bhathal draws attention to this himself, mentioning Ruby Payne-Scott as an individual who may have risen to prominence had past CSIRO policy been more enlightened. Australian astronomy also lost a great champion with Louise Webster's untimely death. Even so, Australia's record on equal opportunity does not appear to have been a good one.
